Objectives. -Many communication campaigns to encourage people to give blood rely on "save lives" messages, even though there is no experimental evidence as to the effectiveness of this kind of argument with respect to blood donation. The objective of this study is to test experimentally if it is indeed an effective way to prompt people to give blood, in order for communication campaigns to be evidenced-based. Methods. -One thousand and twenty-two lapsed blood donors were sent, at random, either a standard letter or the same letter containing an additional "save lives" message. The blood donation center measured intention to donate and actual donor return rate (3%) after 10 months.
Introduction
Human donors are essential to modern medicine, as they are the only source of the blood needed for transfusions. Recruiting and retaining donors is generally done through communication campaigns, many of which include persuasive messages based on "save lives" arguments, such as "Give blood, save a life". However, to the best of our knowledge, there is no empirical data that such arguments are effective in promoting blood donation. If abstract messages about saving lives are not effective, blood donation campaigns based on such messages would be a waste of resources. Moreover, overly optimistic beliefs about the effectiveness of "save lives" arguments in prompting people to give blood is likely to lead practitioners to continue using such arguments, rather than looking for better and more effective messages. In addition, devising campaigns that are not grounded on reliable data goes against recent calls for behavioral interventions to be based on scientific evidence [1] [2] [3] .
The present research was designed to determine the effectiveness of adding a "save lives" argument to a message designed to promote blood donation. We begin by discussing theoretical considerations suggesting that such arguments should be effective and then review experimental results suggesting they may not be. In order to resolve this disparity between theoretical and experimental evidence, we conducted a study to test the effectiveness of the "save lives" argument.
The statement "give blood, save a life" is both true and intuitively appealing. Few people are likely to feel comfortable saying "I don't want to save lives". According to Baron and Spranca [4] , people have a certain number of "protected values" that cannot be traded off. The need to protect human life is one of these values. Referring to work by Turiel [5] , Baron and Spranca maintain that these values are associated with a universal "moral obligation" that does not depend on personal preferences. A possible source of protected values discussed by Baron and Spranca is self-identity and impression management. Leary and Kowalski [6] comprehensive review of impression management led them to suggest that people usually attempt to control their image (more or less consciously) in order to present themselves in a way that is congruent with their goals and to avoid giving an undesired image of themselves. Consequently, most people would find it hard to ignore a message, such as "give blood, save a life", because doing so would give the impression, both to themselves and to others, that they are not a "good person".
But are the moral obligation to respect human life and the discomfort most people would feel with saying "No, I don't want to save lives" enough to persuade people to give blood? In fact, moral values have been found to have only a modest effect size when behaviors are measured by observation rather than self-report [7] . In addition, Evans and Ferguson [8] showed that, rather than being predicted by "pure altruism", the processes underlying intention to donate blood involve a mix of motives, such as warm glow. They even postulated that "generic altruism-based slogans, such as 'Do something amazing: save a life. Give blood', do not reflect these processes, and therefore, the motivational focus of recruitment campaigns may not match donor motives" (p. 118). If this supposition is true (Evans and Ferguson did not test their proposition), the effect of "save lives" messages on prospective blood donors is likely to be modest or null.
Other studies suggest that "save lives" messages may not be effective because saving lives is an abstract concept. According to construal level theory (CLT) [9] , abstract concepts are associated with temporal distance; therefore, they are not optimal ways of triggering behaviors. In a study applying CLT to procrastination, participants led to perceive a task as having abstract features procrastinated more before performing it than participants presented with a more concrete version of the task [10] . The authors explained this result by proposing a mental association between abstraction and psychological distances, including temporal distance. Another study applied CLT to a pro-social behavior by asking people how much money they would be prepared to give to a charity in the next few days (i.e., near future condition). Participants presented with strong arguments for donating (all the money would be used for the cause) said they would give more when the cause was described as saving a particular killer whale with a name than when it was described as saving killer whales in general [11] . In the case of blood donation, this result suggests that specific arguments may be more effective than general arguments in persuading people to give blood now (campaigns tend to focus on recruiting donors immediately, rather than at a vague time in the future). In order to test how intention to donate blood varies with temporal distance, Choi et al. [12] asked participants to rate their intention to donate blood over four time frames: "in one week", "in three months", "in one year", and no time frame. They found that intentions to donate were stronger with respect to future time frames ("one year" and no time frame) than with respect to more immediate time frames. Combining their results with the CLT-derived proposition of a link between abstract concepts and temporal distance [10] , Choi et al. suggested that using an abstract argument, such as "save lives" may increase intentions to donate blood in the future, but more concrete arguments are needed to persuade people to give blood immediately.
Hence, CLT studies have shown that abstract notions can lead to procrastination, that specific arguments are more effective than general arguments in persuading people to give to charity in the immediate future, and that people consider it more likely that they will give blood in the more distant future than in the immediate future. In the light of these findings, we hypothesized that adding a "save lives" argument to a recruitment message for lapsed blood donors would increase intentions to donate at an indeterminate date in the future, but not in the next few days or weeks. We also conjectured that they would probably not follow up their intention with a concrete behavior. This supposition is echoed in Eyal and Liberman [13] rather provocative statement: "A true believer in altruism, for example, would plan to perform altruistic behaviors in the distant future, or would think that other people should perform altruistic behaviors, but unless precommitted, the person him-or herself may fail to act on these beliefs when the actual opportunity presents itself" (p. 19 ).
The present study was designed to provide an experimental test of whether or not the "save lives" argument is effective in promoting blood donation in the near future. Our population is lapsed donors from the regional blood donation center's pool. Those are people who have given blood in the past but who have not done so in the last two years. Lapsed donors category includes only people that have not been temporarily deferred. Referring to the distinction made by van Dongen et al. [14] , our sample is composed of passive lapsed donors (i.e. did not respond to donation invitation), which are different from active lapsed donors who contacted the blood donation center to withdraw. Van Dongen et al. showed that 80% of the passive lapsed donors surveyed would be willing to donate blood again. This result suggests a potential in reactivating the lapsed donors.
Materials and method
Our study was carried out in conjunction with the regional blood donation center, which contacts lapsed donors by letter every year. We built upon their usual procedure to create the experimental and control versions of our message.
Sample
Based on previous experience and similar studies [15] , we expected the response rate to be as low as 10%; therefore, we needed to send out at least 500 letters for each condition in order to ensure we received replies from at least 50 people per group. Before proceeding to randomization, we examine the blood donation center's pool of lapsed donors: where several donors were registered at the same address, we sent them the standard version of the letter and excluded them from the analysis (n = 202) in order to prevent any uncontrolled social influence. After that, 1022 recipients were chosen in the pool of lapsed donors randomly using a computerized random number generator and without applying any eligibility criteria. Each recipient was sent one of the two versions of the letter, chosen at random (ratio 1:1). We noted the response rate five months after sending the letters and the donor return rate ten months after sending the letters.
Materials and procedure
The letters contained a standardized message written by the blood donation center (see supplementary material: Appendix A). The first part of the letter thanked people for having donated blood in the past. In the "save lives" condition, we added a sentence saying: "The blood you give is used to save lives". In the control condition, no such sentence was added. The letter continued by noting that the receiver had not replied to previous reminders from the center and by asking if she or he would like to continue giving blood. Receivers were asked to notify the center of their decision by returning the reply coupon by email or by completing an online survey. In addition, receivers were told that if they had not given blood for some time because they were temporarily ineligible to donate, they could call the center to find out whether or not they were once more eligible to give blood or if they had any other questions about giving blood. The letter ended by thanking the recipient. Reply coupons bore the donor's identification number, allowing us to match replies to the experimental condition.
Measures
Reply coupons contained three checkboxes allowing recipients to indicate their intention to donate. The three possible responses were: "I no longer wish to give blood (if you check this box, we will not contact you again. Thank you for your past donations)"; "I cannot/do not want to give blood at the current time; however, I would like to receive reminders once again from:
" (space to write a date); and "I intend to give blood before the end of the year" (i.e., within the next 3 months). The blood donation center noted actual donation behaviors (donor returns) 10 months after the letters were sent. All recipients who came to the donation center to give blood were categorized as return donors, even if, for medical reasons, they were unable to donate during that visit.
Analyses were performed using SPSS (Version 22) statistics software. We used an online calculator to calculate confidence intervals for one-sample Chi 2 [16] .
Results
All our analyses were carried out using the intention-to-treat procedure (i.e. all randomized recipients were included in the analysis). After 5 months, the response rate for the 1022 letters sent was 32.68% (n = 334), whereas the donor return rate (i.e., actual behaviors) after 10 months was 3.33% (n = 34).
Mean age did not differ across the three groups of recipients (M recipients of the letter = 36.31, SD = 12.86, M respondents of the letter = 36.35, SD = 11.38, M return donors = 35.35, SD = 10.42), F (2, 1,019) = .10, P = .905. Gender repartition for the 1022 lapsed donors who received the letter was the result of the randomized selection process and corresponded to 52.1% of female. We tested for differences in gender repartition in the respondents and return donors groups. The proportion of women was higher than men in the respondents group (59% female), χ 2 (1, n = 344) = 6.65, P = .010. Conversely a higher proportion of men than women actually returned to give blood (44.1% female), although the difference was not significant, 2 (1, n = 34) = .86, P = .354. Because there are no theoretical reasons to expect interactions between gender or age with the effect of the motivating message, we did not include these variables in our analyses of intention and behavior.
A Chi 2 test carried out to determine whether adding the "save lives" argument to the letter modified the respondents' intentions to donate (see Fig. 1 ) showed a difference in the overall pattern of intentions between the two conditions χ 2 (2, n = 334) = 9.98, P = .007. Two-by-two comparisons for each of the three response options showed that the number of people who said they intended to give blood did not differ between the two conditions, χ 2 (1, n = 114) = 0.01, P = .916, OR = 0.97, 95% CI [0.62-1.53]. In contrast, the proportion of people who replied "I cannot and/or do not want to give blood at the current time" was higher in the "save lives" condition than in the control condition, χ 2 (1, n = 142) = 3.77, P = .052, OR = 1.77, 95% CI [1.14-2.74], and the proportion of people who replied "I do not wish to give blood again" was lower in the "save lives" condition than in the control condition, 2 (1, n = 78) = 6.20, P = .013, OR = 0.46, 95% CI [0.27-0.79]. Interaction between conditions and answer choice (temporarily no vs. no) was significant, χ 2 (1, n = 220) = 9.95, P = .002, OR = 2.51, 95% CI [1.41-4.48].
We also carried out a Chi 2 test to determine whether the "save lives" argument had a significant effect on actual behaviors. Donors return rate for the "save lives" condition was 3.71% (19/493), and 3.53% in the control condition (18/492). Results showed that adding the "save lives" argument to the letter did not increase the percentage of participants who came to the center to give blood, χ 2 (1, n = 1022) = 0.02, P = .877, OR = 1.05, 95% CI [0.55-2.03].
Complementary analysis was performed on return rate among lapsed donors who did not answered to the letter. Among 678 people that did not answered, 17 came back (2.5%). No significant difference between the two versions of the letter were found, χ 2 (1, n = 678) = 0.32, P = .572, OR = 1.32, 95% CI [0.50-3.52].
Discussion
Interventions to encourage blood donation often use the "giving blood saves lives" argument, assuming that this message will convince people to give blood. Our results do not support this assumption: the "save lives" message did not increase the number of people saying they intended to give blood again. Most importantly, no effect was found on the number of people who actually came to the center to give blood. Chou and Murnighan [17] examined the effect on a population of university students of framing a blood donation message in terms of preventing deaths versus saving lives. They indirectly showed that the saving lives message did not differ from their control condition. Our results, obtained in a different setting and with a different population, provide support for this post-hoc result.
Interestingly, adding a "save lives" message to a letter sent to lapsed blood donors resulted in fewer people saying they did not intend to give blood again and increased the number of people saying they were temporarily unwilling or unable to give blood. This shift from "no" to "temporarily no" suggests that lapsed donors are not totally opposed to donate again. This idea is supported by the findings of van Dongen et al. [14] .
A possible limitation of our study is that we did not include any way of checking whether or not participants in the experimental condition had seen the "save lives" argument. Because it was a single sentence placed immediately after the letter's introduction, recipients may have only skim-read the argument, which could explain why it did not lead to any change in behavior. Nevertheless, the difference between the two conditions in the percentages of recipients saying they intended to give blood suggests that they did see the argument. Another potential concern for both the experimental and control conditions are that we do not know how many people actually received the letter (e.g., due to a change of address), or how many recipients opened and read it. This makes it difficult to interpret the donor return rate. Only 3.62% of the lapsed donors who were sent a letter returned to the center to give blood, but we do not know what this percentage would have been if we had been able to determine how many people actually received and read the letter.
Although it is impossible to state with certainty that our results are due to the ineffectiveness of the "save lives" message, rather than the effectiveness of the control condition, the data show that adding the "save lives" message was no more effective than the control message, as both messages produced similar donor return rates (3.71% and 3.53%, respectively). Caution is required in interpreting those results, as low statistical power was observed for these analysis, resulting in wide confidence intervals. In addition, it should be noted that our results are for a population of lapsed donors, which probably explains the very low rate of people who returned to the center to donate blood after receiving the letter. This consideration also limits the external validity of our results, as response/actual donation rates may be different for people who are more motivated to give blood, such as regular donors and first-time donors.
In both conditions, the discrepancy between the number of people answering "I intend to donate again" and the actual donor return rate was unusually high, as only 11% of people who said they intended to give blood actually came to the center. This may be due to a self-completion effect [18] . A series of four studies by Gollwitzer et al. [19] showed that people who publicly express their intention to complete a goal they are committed to are less likely to perform the behavior. This paradoxical effect has also been demonstrated in the case of "slacktivism", a term coined to describe the fact that people who show their support for a cause in a non-costly way, for example by "liking" a post on social media, are less likely to donate money to charity [20] . It would seem reasonable to suggest that the letter sent to our sample of lapsed donors, who had not given blood for two years, may have led recipients to feel a state of incompleteness about their "altruistic self" and, therefore, to say they intended to give blood before the end of the year as an act of symbolic completion. This would explain the unusually large difference between intentions and behaviors. In general, this difference tends to be around 50% [21] , but in our study, it was almost 90%. Future studies could test whether removing the opportunity for participants to publicly state an intention to give blood (e.g., by modifying the reply coupon enclosed with the letter so it includes only the "I no longer wish to give blood" option) has a positive impact on donor return rate. Other reasons might also apply, notably forgetting, missing opportunities and postponing the realization of the behavior, highlighted by the literature on the intention-behavior gap. Regarding these issues, strategies such as implementation intentions have been successfully applied both to first-time and temporarily deferred donors [22, 23] . Future studies should test the effects of combining abstract and concrete argument with this kind of strategy. It may be that a degree of complementarity is needed between the motivational action-phase and the volitional phase [24] .
Conclusion
Many campaigns to encourage blood donation employ the conceptual association between giving blood and saving lives. The present research shows that such arguments reduce the number of people who rule out giving blood again, but they are not sufficient to increase return rates among lapsed donors. This finding suggests that more concrete arguments or messages combining abstract arguments and other strategies are needed in order to recruit blood donors and prompt people to give blood in the short term.
